THE DEFENCE OF THE EMPIRE
of the Covenant to be as important as the defence, say,
of some small West Indian island, this crisis would
never have arisen and the peace of the world would
have been preserved.
'Italy knows that an attempt to seize, say, Malta
would be resisted by all the power of the British
Empire. Therefore its seizure is not attempted. The
British policy of so defending British territory does not
involve war. Nor would a similar definiteness of
intention to defend the Covenant, had that intention
been sufficiendy plain in time, have involved war.
It is uncertainty as to what we would do that in truth
explains the drift to war. While Italy knows that
there would be no question at all about our defending
Australia or New Zealand, or for that matter St. Kitts,
in the West Indies, defending them single-handed,
without talking of the difficulties into which we might
get with the United States on account of blockade or
what not, Italy also knows, unhappily, that we are in
two minds about the defence of the Covenant. And
upon that uncertainty, that division of will, the mili-
tary dictator is ready to gamble.
'Our difficulty, therefore, is not in the last analysis
a material one, a lack of means and power, but absence
of any dear conviction as to how that power may
best be used defensively. On behalf of the tiniest Bri-
tish colony seized by a foreign state the whole power
of the Empire would be invoked, not because of the
intrinsic importance of that particular morsel of terri-
tory, but because to yield thus the defensive principle
in one instance would sooner or later involve its impo-
tence everywhere.
'We get this absurdity: Defence without war for the
tiniest and remotest Colony can be secured by Bri-
tain's sole power, acting "silently". Defence for a
principle upon which rests the whole of civilisation
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